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͚I heaƌd – is it true? It ĐaŶ͛t ďe tƌue – that Sussex has slipped out of the Top 100 universities - in the 
world rankings? Tell me, what is its reputation like now, over there? How do people talk about it?͛ “o 
ďegaŶ ŵǇ eǆĐhaŶge ǁith the Chief EĐoŶoŵist of BaŶgladesh͛s central bank. We met in late 2013, as 
part my ethnographic attempt to probe the ĐoŶstitutioŶ of BaŶgladesh͛s ͚iŶǀestŵeŶt Đliŵate͛ as aŶ 
object of speculation for extractive industry corporations. He had recently returned from London and 
Singapore, where he had ďeeŶ ͚ŵaƌketiŶg BaŶgladesh͛ – organising a series of investment roadshows 
designed to provoke foreign direct investment. I was hoping to discuss with him the extent to which 
BaŶgladesh͛s puďliĐ poliĐǇ seĐtoƌ was implicated in the endless proliferation of ratings and rankings to 
which their investment climate is periodically subjected. 
The Chief EĐoŶoŵist͛s paramount concern was the folding of methodologically problematic indicators 
– the Woƌld BaŶk͛s Woƌldǁide GoǀeƌŶaŶĐe IŶdiĐatoƌs, foƌ iŶstaŶĐe – into others, suĐh as BaŶgladesh͛s 
sovereign ratings. The latter being, in the absence of a sovereign bond issue, the only way that 
͚people ǁill kŶoǁ hoǁ to pƌiĐe BaŶgladesh͛. Such a doubling of rating and ranking efforts seems to 
evidence precisely those properties of number – stability, mobility and combinability – that Hansen 
and Porter (2012) argue makes them uniquely suited to addressing problems of order that bypass the 
governmental gaze of individual states. But his anxiety about my university (his alma mater) falling off 
the bottom of the Times Higher Education/Thompson Reuters World Reputation Rankings points 
towards something more encompassing than the material properties of numbers at play in the 
outpouring of rankings beyond the nation-state. 
The rankings explosion implies a particular numerical imagination. Both Jane Guyer (2010, 2014) and 
Keith Hart (2010) have highlighted the tendency for contemporary distributions of wealth and 
connectedness to map on to parabolic ͚poǁeƌ-laǁ͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ bell-curve ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ distƌiďutioŶs. 
Power-law distributions reflect the clustering of wealth or connectedness in very few hands, with an 
impoverished, poorly connected majority forming the long tail that brings up the rear.1 For Hart, the 
preponderance of power-law distributions is a corollary of the decline of the nation-state and of the 
allied concept of aŶ ͚aǀeƌage͛ oƌ ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ citizen. Contemporary rankings – both of and beyond the 
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nation-state – do not speak directly to Cliffoƌd Geeƌtz͛s ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁith ͚ĐoŶstructing a norm of 
ďehaǀiouƌ agaiŶst ǁhiĐh to ŵeasuƌe Neǁ “tates͛ aĐtioŶs͛ ;Geeƌtz ϭϵϳϳ: Ϯϰϰ-45, emphasis added). 
Instead, they seem to respond to the decline of the nation-state imaginary and the fractious New 
World Order which has dissolved earlier polarities between North and South, First and Third Worlds. 
Foƌ GuǇeƌ ;ϮϬϭϰ: ϭϱϴͿ, the ƌaŶkiŶg eǆplosioŶ eǀokes ͚a faŵiliaƌ seŶse of ĐoŵpƌeheŶsioŶ aŶd 
ĐoŵpletioŶ,͛ siŶĐe ƌaŶkiŶgs of aŶd ďeǇoŶd the ŶatioŶ-state ͚Đƌeate a seŶse of ŵeetiŶg aŶd 
stabilization, in a ǁoƌld that, takeŶ as a ͞ǁhole͟, is Ŷo loŶgeƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐed as eitheƌ staďle oƌ 
providential.͛ 
 
What then is the relation between the ranking explosion and existing cultures of audit? The perverse 
outcomes of the compliance and accountability systems through which the neoliberal state sought to 
render public sector organisations accountable, for both the audited and those in whose interests 
they appeared to serve, has been extensively documented by accountants and anthropologists alike 
(Lapsley 2009; Miller 2003). Rankings of and beyond the nation-state, much like existing audit 
cultures, can lead states towards perverse, rank-seeking behaviour (Brooten 2011). The Malaysian 
Industrial Development Authority, for instance, declared that ͚MalaǇsia aiŵs to ŵoǀe fƌoŵ the Ϯϰth 
to a top ϭϬ positioŶ iŶ the Woƌld BaŶk's ͞DoiŶg BusiŶess͟ ƌaŶkiŶg list…ǁe aƌe ǁilliŶg to do ǁhat it 
takes to get theƌe͛ ;Đited iŶ HøǇland et al. 2012: 2). While the Doing Business rankings claim to reflect 
the journey towards a thriving private sector as part of facilitating ͚overall development͛, to achieve 
this aspirant nations are steered towards the erosion of labour rights and the enabling of large-scale 
͚laŶd gƌaďs͛ ;MaƌtiŶ-Préval 2014). But rankings also contain their own temporality. No longer a 
desirable ĐoŶǀeƌgeŶĐe upoŶ a ͚Ŷoƌŵ͛, the ͚iŵpliĐit futuƌe is to keep moving up/down the rankings, 
although theƌe is Ŷo speĐifiĐ ŵeĐhaŶisŵ ideŶtified…The goal is eŶtiƌelǇ ƌelatioŶal, ƌatheƌ thaŶ 
fouŶdatioŶal͛ ;GuǇeƌ ϮϬϭϰ: ϭϲϴͿ. HeŶĐe, iŶ BaŶgladesh, the puďliĐ poliĐǇ seĐtoƌ͛s atteŶtioŶ is 
periodically captured, on the same dates each year, by the news that they may have moved up or 
down on any number of scales.2 The zero-sum nature of this anticipated future demands constant 
adjustment, but endlessly postpones success.  
 
While audit cultures sought to respond to a perceived crisis in trust by placing public service providers 
under constant surveillance  in the hope of generating accountability (Corsín 2011; Strathern 2000), 
the ranking explosion brings reputation to the fore. From the university reputation rankings that 
eǆeƌĐised the Chief EĐoŶoŵist, to the ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁith ͚iŶteƌŶatioŶal ƌeĐogŶitioŶ͛ that Douglas-Jones (this 
issue) finds among medical ethics professionals, a hierarchical reputation economy is on the rise. 
Market logics fuel this reputation-driven rankings explosion. How far BaŶgladesh͛s iŶǀestŵeŶt Đliŵate 
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enables the continuous pursuit of profit informs its periodic movements up and down various 
rankings, which in turn informs future flows of foreign direct investment (cf. Guyer 2010). Extractive 
industry corporations are not averse to invoking the rankings of nation-states with similar geology 
when they speak to mineral policy makers. The threat of a bad report card next term always looms for 
those that doŶ͛t toe the line. 
 
The idea of a zero-sum future created by incessant rankings suggests, for Sauder and Espeland (2006: 
227; 2009: 76) the impossibility of resistance. As Sue Wright pointed out in Tallinn, however, ranking 
and audits do not need to be internalised to be coercive. The gap between internalisation and 
coercion seems to allow for the possibility of resistance. But what would this resistance look like? 
Anthropologists looking to summon ͚post-audit͛ futuƌes have called for the elevation of plural, 
incommensurable, narrative accounts over the singular, quantitative accounts produced by audit 
cultures and the ranking explosion (Corsín 2011: 18; Kipnis 2008: 286; Miller 2003: 73). This approach 
reflects the romantic pole of the liberal ethic that Peter Pels described in Audit cultures, and which 
Douglas-JoŶes takes up iŶ this issue. It also leaǀes itself opeŶ to ĐƌitiƋue fƌoŵ Pels͛ otheƌ, utilitarian 
pole, from where it looks like fanciful idealism that misrepresents how ͚the world is factually 
ĐoŶstituted͛ ďǇ audits aŶd rankings (Pels 2000: 149). If there is a way to resist the factual constitution 
of audit Đultuƌes aŶd the ƌaŶkiŶgs eǆplosioŶ ǁithout falliŶg iŶto Pels͛ tƌap, peƌhaps MiĐhael Poǁeƌ 
;ϮϬϬϵ: ϴϱϮͿ poiŶts toǁaƌds it ǁheŶ he Đalls foƌ sǇsteŵs of audit aŶd ƌatiŶg that pƌoduĐe aŶ ͚iŶǀitatioŶ 
to deliďeƌatioŶ͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ aŶ ͚auditaďle faĐt,͛ all iŶ the seƌǀiĐe of ͚ĐƌitiĐal iŵagiŶatioŶ of alteƌŶatiǀe 
futuƌes.͛ That Poǁeƌ is aŶ aĐĐouŶtaŶĐǇ sĐholaƌ ǁith pƌofessioŶal ties to leadiŶg audit fiƌŵs speaks to 
another faultline that flared up in Tallinn, between those who study with the ranked, and those who 
ƌeseaƌĐh aloŶgside the ƌaŶkeƌs. Peƌhaps aŶthƌopologists ͚studǇiŶg up͛ ǁithiŶ the ƌaŶkiŶg eǆplosioŶ 
could follow Power, and not shy away from troubling the rankers (or at the very least, their 
reputations) and inviting them towards critical deliberation. 
 
Literature cited 
Brooten, L. ϮϬϭϯ. ͚The pƌoďleŵ ǁith huŵaŶ ƌights disĐouƌse aŶd fƌeedoŵ iŶdiĐes: The Đase of 
Buƌŵa/MǇaŶŵaƌ ŵedia͛, International Journal of Communication 7: 681-700. 
Corsín Jiménez, A. 2011. ͚Trust in Anthropology͛. Anthropological Theory, 11: 177-9. 
Geeƌtz, C. ϭϵϳϳ. ͚The judgiŶg of ŶatioŶs: “oŵe ĐoŵŵeŶts oŶ the assessŵeŶt of ƌegiŵes iŶ the Ŷeǁ 
states͛, European Journal of Sociology 18: 245-61. 
Paul Robert Gilbert 21 Sep 2014 Social Anthropology  
SpeĐial Issue: ͚GoǀerŶiŶg By Nuŵďers: Audit Culture, ‘aŶkiŶgs aŶd the Neǁ World Order͛ 
suwr\SW2\Audit book\GILBERT Social Anthropology Commentary-SW_CS_PG-SW.docx 
28-09-2014@13.21 
GuǇeƌ, J. I. ϮϬϭϬ. ͚The eƌuptioŶ of tƌaditioŶ? OŶ oƌdiŶalitǇ aŶd ĐalĐulatioŶ͛, Anthropological Theory 10: 
1-9. 
GuǇeƌ, J. I. ϮϬϭϰ. ͚PeƌĐeŶtages aŶd peƌĐhaŶĐe: aƌĐhaiĐ foƌŵs iŶ the tǁeŶtǇ-fiƌst ĐeŶtuƌǇ͛, Distinktion: 
Scandinavian Journal of Social Theory 15: 155-173. 
Hansen, H. K. and Porter, T. 2012. ͚What do Ŷuŵďeƌs do iŶ tƌaŶsŶatioŶal goǀeƌŶaŶĐe?͛, International 
Political Sociology 6: 409-426. 
Hart, K. ϮϬϭϬ. ͚Models of statistiĐal distƌiďutioŶ: A ǁiŶdoǁ oŶ soĐial histoƌǇ͛, Anthropological Theory 
10: 67-74. 
HøǇlaŶd, B., MoeŶe, K. aŶd WilluŵseŶ, F. ϮϬϭϮ. ͚The tǇƌaŶŶǇ of iŶteƌŶatioŶal iŶdeǆ ƌaŶkiŶgs͛, The 
Journal of Development Economics 97: 1-14. 
KipŶis, A. B. ϮϬϬϴ. ͚Audit Đultuƌes: Neoliďeƌal goǀeƌŶŵeŶtalitǇ, soĐialist legaĐǇ, oƌ teĐhŶologies of 
goǀeƌŶiŶg?͛, American Ethnologist 35: 275-289. 
LapsleǇ, I. ϮϬϬϵ. ͚Neǁ PuďliĐ MaŶageŵeŶt: The Đƌuellest iŶǀeŶtioŶ of the huŵaŶ spiƌit?͛, Abacus 45: 
1-21. 
Martin-Préval, A. 2014. Corporatising agriĐulture: World Bank’s rankings faĐilitate land graďs. London: 
Bretton Woods Project. 
Milleƌ, D. ϮϬϬϯ. ͚The ǀiƌtual ŵoŵeŶt͛, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 9: 57-75. 
PasƋuiŶelli, M. ϮϬϬϵ. Google͛s Page‘aŶk algoƌithŵ: A diagƌaŵ of ĐogŶitiǀe Đapitalisŵ aŶd the ƌeŶtieƌ 
of the common intellect, in K. Becker and F. Stalder (eds.), Deep search, 152-62. London: Transaction 
Publishers. 
Pels, P. ϮϬϬϬ. The tƌiĐksteƌ͛s dileŵŵa: Anthropological ethics and method as liberal technologies of 
self, in M. Strathern (ed.), Audit cultures: Anthropological studies in accountability, ethics and the 
academy, 135-72. London: Routledge. 
Power, M. K. 2009. 'The risk management of nothing', Accounting, Organizations and Society 34: 849-
55 
Paul Robert Gilbert 21 Sep 2014 Social Anthropology  
SpeĐial Issue: ͚GoǀerŶiŶg By Nuŵďers: Audit Culture, ‘aŶkiŶgs aŶd the Neǁ World Order͛ 
suwr\SW2\Audit book\GILBERT Social Anthropology Commentary-SW_CS_PG-SW.docx 
28-09-2014@13.21 
“audeƌ, M. aŶd EspelaŶd, W. N. ϮϬϬϲ. ͚“tƌeŶgth iŶ Ŷuŵďeƌs? The adǀaŶtages of ŵultiple ƌaŶkiŶgs͛, 
Indiana Law Journal 81: 205-27. 
“audeƌ, M. aŶd EspelaŶd, W. N. ϮϬϬϵ. ͚The disĐipliŶe of ƌaŶkiŶgs: Tight Đoupling and organizational 
ĐhaŶge͛, American Sociological Review 74: 63-82. 
Strathern, M. 2000. New accountabilities: Anthropological studies in audit, ethics and the academy, in 
M. Strathern (ed.), Audit cultures: Anthropological studies in accountability, ethics and the academy, 








                                                          
1 This power-law distribution confronts many of us daily in the form of the Google PageRank algorithm, which 
dƌaǁs oŶ aĐadeŵiĐ ĐitatioŶ pƌaĐtiĐe to ƌeŶdeƌ aŶ appaƌeŶtlǇ flat ͚data oĐeaŶ͛ iŶto a hieƌaƌĐhǇ of feǁ ǁell 
connected, and many poorly linked, webpages. This hierarchy exists in a dynamic relationship with the market 
through its ability to produce advertising revenue (Pasquinelli 2009). 
2 See for instance the editorials in The Financial Express oŶ ϲ “epteŵďeƌ ϮϬϭϮ ;͚BD slips ďǇ ϭϬ positioŶs iŶ ϮϬϭϮ 
GCI ƌaŶkiŶg͛ aŶd iŶ The Daily Star oŶ ϲ “epteŵďeƌ ϮϬϭϰ ;͚Gloďal ĐoŵpetitiǀeŶess sĐale: BaŶgladesh͛s ƌaŶkiŶg 
Ŷeeds iŵpƌoǀiŶg͛Ϳ, ďoth ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the Woƌld EĐoŶoŵiĐ Foƌuŵ͛s Gloďal CoŵpetitiǀeŶess IŶdeǆ. 
